
Stopping Private Ownership 
of Captive Big Cats
The problem:
It was a day that residents of Zanesville, Ohio, are not likely to 
forget: The owner of a backyard menagerie released 49 wild animals 
– 38 of them big cats – and then killed himself. Police had no 
choice but to shoot most of the animals before they could prowl the 
community, putting lives at stake.

No humans were injured but chalk that up to sheer luck. In the past 
21 years, incidents involving tigers, lions, cougars, leopards, jaguars, 
cheetahs and lion-tiger hybrids have resulted in the deaths of 21 
people (including five children) and 143 big cats, 246 maulings, 
254 escapes and 131 confiscations – in the U.S. alone.

Some 10,000 to 20,000 big cats are kept captive by private owners 
in the U.S. The exact number is a mystery because there are 
insufficient record keeping requirements.

What we do know is that most of these animals are not in zoos. 
They’re in backyards and basements, on farms and ranches, in 
garages and sheds and all too often kept in small cages with little to 
no room to roam.

Laws that govern the private ownership of big cats vary widely 
from one state to another. Two states do not have any laws, some 
states allow ownership of big cats with a permit and other states 
restrict ownership only to U.S. Department of Agriculture-licensed 
exhibitors, who make up the majority of big cat owners in the 
United States. USDA inspectors do not have the resources or 
manpower to effectively regulate all of their licensees.

Our solution:
IFAW worked with three Congressional offices and a coalition of 
groups concerned about animal welfare and conservation to craft 
a bill that would prohibit the private ownership of big cats. The 
coalition’s members included the Humane Society of the United 
States, Born Free USA, Big Cat Rescue, the Ian Somerhalder 
Foundation, the Animal Welfare Institute, the Roar Foundation 
and World Wildlife Fund.

On February 29, 2012, Rep. Buck McKeon (R-CA) and Rep. 
Linda Sanchez (D-CA) introduced the bipartisan “Big Cats and 
Public Safety Protection Act” (H.R. 4122) in the U.S. House 
of Representatives. Senator John Kerry (D-MA) is expected to 
introduce a companion bill in the Senate as well.

The Act would prohibit private possession of big cats, except 
by AZA accredited zoos and qualified wildlife sanctuaries and 
would ensure that lions, tigers and other dangerous big cats do not 
threaten public safety, diminish global big cat conservation efforts 
or live in deplorable or abusive conditions.

Violators of the law could have their animals confiscated and could 
face stiff penalties including fines up to $20,000 and up to five years 
in jail. In addition, current big cats owners would be required to 
register their animals with the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 

olution:

FAST FACTS 
 An estimated 10,000 to 20,000 big cats are in 

private ownership in the U.S. The exact number 

is a mystery.
 Most of these big cats are in backyards, 

roadside attractions and self-proclaimed 
sanctuaries that are not capable of keeping them 

in humane and safe conditions. A patchwork of state and federal regulations 

govern people who try to keep big cats as pets.
 Since 1991, big cats have mauled 246 people 

and killed 21 others, including ve children.
 ocal police and other rst responders are not 

trained or properly equipped to handle big cat 

escapes. 

How You Can Help:
Get Involved  Call your U.S. Representative and tell them that you 
support the passage of the “Big Cats and Public Safety Protection 
Act.” Visit our website to learn more. 
Donate  Your gift will help support initiatives that protect 
animals and people. To donate, go to www.ifaw.org/donate                             
or call 1 (800) 932-4329.
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